Depressive symptoms and metabolic risk: effects of cortisol and gender.
We examined gender effects and the role of cortisol in the association between depressive symptoms and metabolic risk in the Stress, Atherosclerosis, and ECG Study (STRATEGY). In 215 healthy adults from the general population (n=107 men, n=108 women, distributed equally across four age groups, 30-70 years), we assessed depressive symptoms by the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ score >10) and measured variables of the metabolic syndrome: high-density lipoprotein (HDL), triglycerides, systolic and diastolic blood pressure, fasting blood glucose and waist circumference. Salivary cortisol was assessed at 08:00, 12:00, 16:00 and 22:00 h. Depressive symptoms were not associated with the metabolic syndrome as entity in the total sample or in men and women separately. However, women with depressive symptoms had larger waist circumferences, higher fasting blood glucose, lower HDL-cholesterol, higher diastolic blood pressure, and higher 16:00 and 22:00 h salivary cortisol compared to women without depressive symptoms. These results persisted after adjusting for age, education, smoking, and physical activity. In adjusted regression analyses, inclusion of cortisol attenuated the association between depressive symptoms and waist, fasting glucose, HDL and diastolic blood pressure in women. In men, we did not find an association between depressive symptoms and variables of the metabolic syndrome. In women, depressive symptoms are associated with several variables of the metabolic syndrome. Elevated afternoon and evening cortisol appear to partially mediate this association.